Heparin protects cultured arterial endothelial cells from damage by toxic oxygen metabolites.
Toxic oxygen metabolites can damage endothelial cells and may play an important role in the initiation and progression of atherosclerotic lesions. Since the antithrombotic drug heparin, interacts with endothelium, we wished to determine if heparin would protect endothelial cells from free radical injury. Endothelial cell injury was produced by the addition of xanthine and xanthine oxidase to cultured cells and assessed by changes in cell viability and release of lactate dehydrogenase (LDH) to the media. Pretreatment with heparin 24 h prior to addition of xanthine and xanthine oxidase significantly decreased cell damage. We suggest that heparin (and related compounds) can protect endothelium from free radical damage, and is therefore prophylactic for ischemic and inflammatory injury, and the development and progression of atheroma.